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Public swimming pools: Who uses them and why. 





Despite the importance of aquatic recreation in Australia, the role of public facilities in catering 
to such leisure needs has largely been ignored. Utilising a survey of patrons, this study develops 
a profile of users of public outdoor swimming pools and identifies the motives behind their 
patronage. Analysis revealed some potential access concerns, with males, older residents and the 
disabled being under-represented in the profile of users. Four motives behind patronage were 
identified: hedonic motives, convenience, pool features and staff & service. 
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Review of literature 
 
Leisure services often suffer from the misperception that only those that use the service receive its 
benefits. However, in the same way that an educational service can benefit non-users (e.g. an 
organisation being able to employ skilled labour) a sports facility can also provide benefit to non-
users (Driver and Bruns, 1999). For example, it can enhance the economic prosperity of a local 
community by attracting new residents on the promise of a better quality of life. It may even 
reduce crime by preventing at-risk youth from engaging in deviant behavior (Robinson and Taylor, 
2003; Crompton, 2008). Then of course there are direct benefits such as encouraging a healthier 
lifestyle. Moreover, due to the changing nature of employment, many fundamental needs such as 
social interaction, recognition and excitement are no longer being met in the workplace, causing 
many people to look to satisfy such needs in their leisure lives (Driver, 1999; Crompton, 2008). 
For reasons such as these, Driver (1999) proposed that in countries where basic needs are already 
satisfied, leisure services often provide more total benefits than any other social service, including 
health and education. Of the various leisure services offered by local authorities, swimming pools 
serve as one of the more important (Robinson and Taylor, 2003). In Australia more children 
participate in swimming than any other sport or physical activity, while for adults it boasts the 3rd 
highest participation rate (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005). Yet in spite of the importance of 
aquatic recreation in Australia, it has largely been ignored as a research topic (McShane, 2009).  
 
After its medal successes in the pool at the 1956 Melbourne Olympics, Australia experienced a 
surge in the construction of public outdoor swimming pools [POSP] (Goddard, 2005). In Victoria 
alone, 200 POSP’s were built in the decades that immediately followed the 1956 Olympics. Such 
rapid construction was further stimulated by population growth, increasing municipal prosperity, 
desires for community building, an urgent need for recreational facilities in post-war Australia, 
and just as importantly, the view that swimming was an Australian cultural pastime (McShane, 
2009). With construction taking place throughout Australia, the local POSP soon became a focus 
for recreation, competition and socializing, and won a place in the hearts and memories of many 
Australians (Goddard, 2005). However, the future of the POSP is now under threat. Although 
competition comes in four forms – the beach, backyard pools, water amusement centres and multi-
purpose indoor leisure centres – only one appears to pose a significant competitive threat. 
Interestingly, while Australia is famous for its beaches, the beach itself may not necessarily serve 
as a direct form of competition for the POSP. The potential discomfort of saltwater and the threat 
posed by riptides, pollution and marine life means that while the beach remains popular for 
sunbathing, picnics, ballgames and surfing, it is often overlooked as an actual swimming venue. 
Water amusement centres boasting artificial waves and water slides also provide an alternative 
venue for water-leisure (Brustad and Johnson, 2000), but pose more of a threat in the USA where 
they are far more prevalent. Similarly, the potential threat of the backyard pool has failed to 
materialize, particularly in Victoria. Only 11.7% of Australian households have their own 
swimming pool; a figure that drops to just 6.5% in Victoria (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2007). 
Instead it is the multi-purpose indoor leisure centre (MPILC) that serves as the greatest 
competitive threat for the POSP. In contrast to the POSP, where the vast majority of its patronage 
is limited to summer, the MPILC is less subject to seasonal demand. Moreover, its’ program 
flexibility and extended operating times offers local council more revenue opportunities. Such 
competition in combination with criticisms of financial burden, inefficient use of water and an 
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inability to serve the needs of an aging population, has raised doubts over the POSP’s ability to 
provide benefit in the modern era. In short, the future of the POSP is under significant threat 
(McShane, 2009).  
 
Confronted with such a threat, the challenge facing local authorities is to demonstrate that the 
POSP continues to provide benefit. Such a response must occur within the framework of 
government policy that seeks continuous improvement in the efficiency and effectiveness with 
which it exercises its function. An important part of this process includes seeking feedback from 
users in order to improve service delivery (Benson and Henderson, 2005). Knowledge of patrons’ 
motives for utilising a public leisure service enables managers to direct limited resources to those 
areas that are most important to customers (Lentell, 2000). As such, determining residents’ 
recreational motives serves as an important prerequisite for the effective marketing of public 
leisure services (Novatorov and Crompton, 2001). However unlike other spheres of business 
where effective marketing means directing offerings at those segments most likely to react 
favorably, such an approach is ill-suited to public leisure services. This is because it typically leads 
to non-responsive segments being ignored, thereby creating problems relating to access 
(Crompton, 2008). Access refers to the extent to which a leisure service is used by different 
groups, particularly the disadvantaged, and serves as a key performance indicator for a public 
facility (Robinson and Taylor, 2003). Hence in order for a public leisure service to demonstrate 
that it offers value, it must do more than simply satisfy the needs of larger segments: it has to 
demonstrate that it contributes to the community’s general welfare by not excluding potential users 
(Crompton, 2008). Therefore in order to show that the POSP continues to provide benefit, two 
questions must be answered: 
• Research question 1: What is the user-profile of a POSP? The answer to this question will 
provide insight into whether a POSP offers community-wide appeal, or whether its benefit 
is limited to certain segments, thereby creating access issues.  
• Research question 2: What are the motives behind POSP patronage? In order for a POSP to 
satisfy the needs of its users, it is first necessary to gain insight into what those needs are. 




Five POSP’s in Victoria’s regional area of Gippsland provided the geographic sampling frame for 
this study. Because a facility-intercept method was used to administer the questionnaire, special 
attention was given to timing and location. Time periods were chosen so as to ensure access to a 
reasonable cross-section of the target population (Rea and Parker, 2005). The sample was stratified 
by time segments so that surveys were administered during weekdays and weekends with an 
approximate ratio of 5:2. It should be noted however, that with much of the data collected over the 
school-holiday period, the differences between these two strata may not have been as significant as 
is normally the case. In terms of location, the common trait of all five POSP’s possessing just a 
single entrance eliminated the need to stratify by entrance point (Kumar, Aaker and Day, 2002). 
The interviewer was located just inside each entrance and asked every 4th patron entering the 
facility to complete a questionnaire. If the patron declined, then the 4th next patron was asked. 
Because the population of interest was adult users, a screening question to this effect was included. 
In summary, the respondents were selected based on scheduled time patterns rather than any visual 
characteristic other than age. This process resulted in 220 questionnaires being completed. 
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Because a key criterion for a facility-intercept survey is that it take a minimum of time and effort 
to complete (Rea and Parker, 2005), the focus of data collection was limited to developing a 
profile of users (e.g. sex, age etc) and measuring the importance (1=not important, 5=very 
important) they assign to various POSP attributes. The attributes were drawn from similar 
empirical studies (e.g. Lentell, 2000) as well as sources relating to the design of POSP’s (e.g. 
Thompson, 1976; Perkins, 2003). Hedonic motives such as socialising with friends and a great 
place to spend time were also included in recognition of the social and recreational role played by 
a POSP (e.g. Goddard, 2005). 
 
The 19 items used to measure patrons’ attitudes were subjected to principal components analysis 
using SPSS. Both the Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin test (.73) and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (p < .001) 
indicated the data were suitable for factor analysis. Eigenvalues were then used to determine the 
number of factors to rotate. Principal components analysis revealed the presence of 4 components. 
Consequently, 4 factors were rotated using a Varimax rotation procedure. For the purpose of 
interpretation, each factor comprised variables that loaded .40 or higher on that factor. The 4-
factor solution explained a total of 65.0% of the variance (table 1). Construct 1 was labelled staff 
and services and explained 21.2%% of the variance. Construct 2 was labelled pool features and 
explained 20.4% of the variance. Construct 3 was labelled hedonic motives and explained 12.9% 
of the variance. Construct 4 was labelled convenience and explained 10.5% of the variance. The 4 
factors were then analysed using Cronbach alpha to test their reliability. With all 4 constructs 
yielding an alpha score above 0.60, the scale was regarded as reliable. 
 
Table 1: Rotated component matrix 
 
Item C1 C2 C3 C4 
The staff there are friendly .78    
The staff are quick to respond to your needs .73    
There is a canteen at the pool .61    
The pool offers water play features .58    
Swimming is part of your regular fitness routine .50    
You feel safe there (e.g. lifeguards, water depth) .48    
Swimming-related activities (e.g. learn to swim) .41    
The pool is well maintained  .82   
The water is clean  .75   
The size of the pool (e.g. 50 metre length)  .65   
The pool is solar heated  .50   
Because you simply enjoy swimming   .80  
To escape the heat   .78  
Your family or friends were coming   .72  
It’s a great place to spend time   .49  
It’s open at times you like to swim    .67 
The pool is located close to where you live    .61 
It’s easy to reach by car    .49 
Price of admission    .41 
Eigenvalues 2.5 2.4 1.6 1.3 
Cronbach Alpha Coefficient .88 .84 .68 .62 
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 Analysis 
 
Research question 1: What is the user-profile of a POSP? 
• 82% of respondents were female and 18% male. Because the corresponding population 
ratio is approximately 50:50 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009), adult males are under-
represented in the user-profile of a POSP. 
• In terms of respondents’ age, 39% were aged 18-34, 47% were aged 35-54, and 14% were 
aged 55 and over. Because the corresponding age distribution in the wider population is 
35%, 41% and 24% respectively (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009), the oldest age 
group is under-represented among POSP patrons. 
• In terms of race, 2% of patrons were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. This is an exact 
match of the wider population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006).  
• 38% of patrons were government health cardholders (used as a proxy for disadvantaged 
consumers) which is roughly equivalent (35%) to the corresponding population percentage 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2008). 
• 3% of patrons reported some form of disability. This compares poorly with the wider 
population, where approximately 20% of Australians report a disability (Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, 2004). 
 
Research question 2: What are the motives behind POSP patronage? 
Factor analysis identified the 4 motives to be hedonic, convenience, pool features and staff & 
services (table 2). Interestingly, it is the two factors relating to service quality itself (Gronroos, 
1984) – pool features (i.e. what is offered) and staff and services (i.e. how it’s offered) - that serve 
as the two less important influences over patronage. Analysis then used k-means clustering of the 
4 patronage motives to explore whether distinctive groups of POSP patrons could be identified. 
Hierarchical clustering was used for this purpose and determined the optimal number of clusters to 
be 4. The differences among factor scores for each of the 4 segments were then analysed using 
ANOVA. Significant differences among segments were found at a significance level less than 0.05 
for all 4 patronage motives (table 3). Possession of a government health card was the only 
significant demographic characteristic (χ² = 6.19, p = .045).  
 
Segment 1: Demanding dippers. This is the equal largest segment (34% of respondents), and as 
with the other segments is characterized more by its patronage motives than demographic 
characteristics. They earned the title of demanding due to the fact they assign the greatest 
importance to 3 of the 4 factors, with pool features being the one exception.  
 
Table 2: POSP patronage motives 
 
Factor M SD DF t-score Sig 
Hedonic 4.51 .93 219 72.07 <.001 
Convenience 4.33 .85 219 75.94 <.001 
Pool features 3.64 1.07 219 50.68 <.001 
Staff and services 3.50 .97 219 53.60 <.001 
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Table 3: Segments of POSP patrons 
 
Factor S1 S2 S3 S4 F Sig 
Pool 3.51 4.22 4.19 1.76 93.039 <.001 
Staff 4.16 4.00 2.73 3.03 60.122 <.001 
Hedonic 4.85 3.73 4.75 4.14 20.507 <.001 
Access 4.67 3.68 4.35 4.34 14.113 <.001 
 
Segment 2: Facility-focused. This segment (comprising 19% of respondents) is most interested in 
the facility itself in terms of what it offers (e.g. the pool) and how it offers it (staff-service). 
Segment 3: Staff-service apathetic. Comprising 34% of respondents, this is the equal largest 
segment. It is characterized by the relatively high importance assigned to all factors with the 
exception of POSP staff and services.  
Segment 4: Pool apathetic. This is the smallest segment (13% of respondents), and as the name 
suggests, is characterized by the low importance assigned to the pool itself. In fact, this segment 
could be regarded as somewhat apathetic overall, with convenient access serving as its’ most 
important concern. Unsurprisingly given the importance assigned to convenience (which 
comprises car access and pricing issues) this segment is characterized by the high number of 
government health card holders. 
 
Conclusion and further research 
 
Despite the sporting and cultural significance of swimming in Australia, questions have been 
raised over the future of POSP’s. However, the findings of this study show that the POSP still 
provides benefit in the modern era. Though certain groups were under-represented, its user-profile 
still included such oft-excluded groups as females, the economically disadvantaged (Robinson and 
Taylor, 2003) and indigenous Australians. Analysis also showed that the POSP caters to four 
motives: hedonic, convenience, pool features and staff & service. These motives were then used to 
develop a psychological user-profile of POSP’s, resulting in 4 distinct segments – demanding 
dippers, facility-focused, staff-service apathetic and pool apathetic. Armed with this information, 
local authorities can ensure the POSP continues to provide benefit by customizing their marketing 
mix to cater to the specific needs of each of these 4 segments. The scope of the study however 
remains limited to a Victorian context and the state’s relatively cooler climatic conditions need to 
be taken into consideration when applying the results to the broader Australian context. As such, 
to enhance the generalisability of the findings and for comparative purposes, future research 
should include an assessment of POSP usage in the remaining six Australian states. 
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